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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Lecture given by the Venerable Master Hua on June 26, 1987
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Another Verse:

Everyone reveres his filial devotion.
Resigning from office to take care of his mother,
He was Huang Tingjian.

Literature of elegance and innocence,
Actions of genuineness and sincerity,

His previous mundane fantasies,

Were shattered by words of a Dhyana Master.
With Huitang’s teaching and guidance,

He finally returned home.

Coming and going, when does it end?

But this moment, this “now,”

We have to accept and cherish.

Commentary:

Everyone reveres his filial devotion. Huang Shangu was naturally very filial.
Though he was a well-respected government official, he still cared for his mother
with great love and altruism. His filial devotion towards his parents was very well
known, and the people respected him for this characteristic.

Resigning from office to take care of his mother, he was Huang Tingjian.
When his mother fell ill, he resigned from government to take care of his mother.
He personally tasted the soups and medicines for her and observed her sickness
day and night. When his mother died, he built a thatched hut beside her grave and
remained in mourning. He was so overcome with grief that he almost fell ill himself.

Literature of elegance and innocence. His poetry and literature were
transcendental and pure, free from the flow of conventional cliche. His poetry was
elegant, and at the same time also very innocent.

Actions of genuineness and sincerity. His life was extremely difficult, but he
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was unaffected by all the vicissitudes he faced. He kept to his morals, and never
betrayed himself for fame and fortune. His life was simple, and he was capable of
letting things go. He had always lived at ease.

His previous mundane fantasies were shattered by the words of a Dhyana
Master. He was much affected by the cultural influence in his early years, and was
fond of writing romantic poetry. Later when Master Yuan Tong Xiu ruptured these
mundane fantasies, Shangu was awakened and he decided not to use romantic or
erotic themes for his poems, opting instead to write poems about liberating life.

With Huitang’s teaching and guidance, he finally returned home. Dhyana
Master Huitang dispensed teaching to him in accord with his potential at the right
moment. Hence, Shangu was able to return to his original hometown.

Coming and going, when does it end? The Xiushui County of the Jiangxi province
has recorded a story about the past life of Huang Shangu. When he was twenty-six
years old, Shangu was the governor of Wuhu province at the time. One afternoon
when he was taking a nap, he dreamed that he had arrived at a particular place, and
saw an old woman at the door preparing ritualistic offerings. She had placed a bowl
of celery noodles on the offering table and waved at him to come to eat it. Huang
Shangu couldn’t resist the appetizing smell of the food and he picked up the bowl
and started eating. When he woke up, his mouth still had the lingering taste of celery.

He had the same dream the next day during his afternoon nap, and he could clearly
remember the details of that dream even after he woke up. Perplexed and confused,
Huang Shangu followed the scenes he remembered from his dream, and eventually
arrived at a small village where he saw the same old lady. She was, just like the dream,
preparing offerings. Shangu was shocked, and therefore went up to ask the old lady
why she was preparing these offerings. She said, “Yesterday was my daughter’s death
anniversary. She died twenty-six years ago. Since she loved celery noodles when she
was alive, I specifically make them every year on the anniversary of her death so she
can eat them.”

Huang Shangu was stunned, for he realized that the years coincided perfectly with
his age. He hurried on to ask more of the girl’s life before she passed away. The old
lady said, “My daughter had resolved never to get married when she was alive. She
was fond of being a vegetarian and chanting the Buddha’s name, and she liked to
investigate and study the Buddhist sutras, poems and classics alike. Come! I'll take
you to her study room!”

Once he was in her study room, Huang Shangu saw that all the books on the shelf
were the exact same books that he had read and thoroughly studied before! Everything
was so familiar. The old lady pointed to a particular drawer and said, “She left behind
that drawer, but I don’t know where she put the key, so it hasn’t been opened ever
since she passed away. I don’t even know what’s inside!” But Huang Shangu found
the key very easily. He opened it, and again, was shocked. Inside the drawer was a
collection of all the essays he had written for his exams! Huang Shangu understood
immediately; this lonely old lady was his mother in his previous life. He then invited
her back home so he could take care of her. He even wrote the following poem:

Like a monk with hair, like a layman liberated from the mundane world.

< Continued on page 20
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